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Reviews
A companion to gender studies (Blackwell Companions in Cultural Studies), edited by
Philomena Essed, David Theo Goldberg and Audrey Kobayashi, Chichester, Wiley-
Blackwell, 2009, 561 pp., US$24.99 (paperback), ISBN 9781405188081
If the title of this book sounds familiar, it is because A Companion to Gender Studies first
appeared in hardback in 2005. This latest incarnation is seemingly identical to the original
except for its soft cover. It is one in a series commissioned by Blackwell, with the aim of
providing ‘theoretically ambitious but accessible volumes devoted to the major field and
subfields within cultural studies’.
The contributions in this volume are concerned with gender as an analytical category,
the gendered nature of social organization, the lived experience of gender as a process and
practice, as well as how gender intersects with other parameters of difference such as
ethnicity, sexuality and race. While acknowledging the important and ongoing debates
regarding the differences between women’s studies and gender studies, A Companion to
Gender Studies is not concerned primarily with teasing out the pedagogical and
methodological issues of teaching and doing gender studies, preferring instead to focus on
‘gender as a relationship between the social categories of men and women’ (4) as it plays
out across various institutions, contexts and global perspectives. As the editors note, a
study of gender is not just a study of women, and the field has come to include studies of
sexuality and masculinities (amongst other things), raising questions about what counts as
gender studies – and what doesn’t. Even though the editors wonder ‘Is Gender Studies
becoming all-inclusive, all-consuming, and, if so, can it continue to be a distinct
disciplinary field?’, they do not respond sufficiently to their own question, effectively
deflecting this line of inquiry by asserting that ‘This volume does not provide unified or
even any definitive answers to these questions’ (8).
What this volume does do comprehensively, however, is present the study of gender
from a diverse range of perspectives and disciplines. As is the case for most volumes of
this type, these contributions are grouped thematically, in this instance into nine parts –
‘Interdisciplinarity’, ‘Re-positionings’, Jurisdictions’, Nonconformity’, ‘Mobility’,
‘Familiarity’, ‘Physicality’, ‘Spatiality’, and ‘Reflectivity’ – each made up of four to
six chapters (a total of 40 chapters, not including the Introduction). The types of issues
covered here include family, sport, environment, reproduction, space, ethics, religion,
migration, queer studies, development, crime, violence, prostitution, bodies and sex.
This is not an exhaustive list, however. A distinguishing feature of this volume is
that, for the most part, the contributions are new pieces of scholarship, in contrast to
edited collections that republish (often shortened) versions of journal articles or book
chapters.
Feminist thinking is identified as forming the basis for the gender analyses offered
throughout the volume, with the editors and many of the contributors themselves
highlighting feminism’s centrality not only to critically examining gender roles and
relations but also interrogating the production of knowledge, what counts as knowledge,
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whose voices are legitimated and recognized. These questions underpin the
collection, and are also addressed specifically in the chapter by Laura Hyun Yi Kang
titled ‘Epistemologies’ (chap. 5).
Some big hitters have been recruited to contribute to A Companion to Gender
Studies. Those better known by a cultural studies audience are likely to include Judith
Halberstam, Mieke Bal, Inderpal Grewal, Caren Kaplan, Ellan Shoat and Toby Miller.
Political and social sciences are well represented by influential feminist scholars such as
Iris Marion Young, Sandra Harding, Carol Bacchi and Vikki Bell. A number of the
contributions offer useful introductions to key issues, like Toby Miller’s overview of
writings about masculinity (chap. 8), Enakshi Dua’s survey of development theory
(chap. 20) and Lesley Doyal’s discussion of gender and health perspectives (chap. 31).
These would certainly be useful for students wanting to get a feel for an unfamiliar
topic, or indeed busy academics needing to swot up on an unfamiliar area to be covered
in a first-year lecture. The editors say as much, explaining that ‘most of the texts are
suitable for quick use as a reference, as well as for classroom usage’ (5–6). Not all of
the chapters adopt this introductory format, though. A number of essays display more of
a critical, reflective style, such as Iris Marion Young’s contribution ‘Lived body versus
gender’ (chap. 7), where she responds to Tori Moi’s call to ‘throw over the concept of
gender altogether’ (102). Possibly, this change in tone is because Young’s chapter is one
of the few that appears as a shortened version of an essay published in 2002, but
regardless it is indicative of the embrace of diverse ways of approaching and
considering gender promoted by this volume.
Given the series’ mandate to provide ‘volumes devoted to the major fields and
subfields within cultural studies’, I find it utterly odd that this survey of gender studies does
not contain any entries devoted to popular media culture and representation – including
film, television, magazines and information and communication technologies (ICTs). Nor
does it consider subcultures, fandom, consumer culture or lifestyles from a gender
perspective. In terms of my own research into images of cyborgs, posthuman bodies,
monsters, and gender/technology from a feminist post-structural perspective (and surely
I am not alone in this), the volume is lacking. Of course, no book can cover everything, and
the editors concede that they failed to incorporate topics such as media and fashion (7), but
I would expect at least a few entries that nod to some of the key themes within cultural
studies – mass/popular/consumer culture, texts and audiences, signification, aesthetics,
cultural value, even psychoanalysis.
Perhaps it is my own (possibly too narrow?) idea of what feminist cultural studies
should entail that led me to expect this volume to work more along the lines of Gender:
A Sociological Reader (2000), which engages with sociological tradition by focusing on
knowledge formation, questions of gender construction and embodiment, intimate life and
labour relations. From reading it, I get a clear sense of where gender analyses have
prevailed in the discipline of sociology, and who are the leading feminist thinkers in the
field. A survey of the contents page of A Companion to Gender Studies does not provide
the same immediate sense of the key contributions that feminist and gender studies
frameworks have made to cultural studies. I say this not because I am opposed to
interdisciplinarity – as a feminist scholar I’d argue that it is impossible to be anything but
interdisciplinary – but to consider the extent to which the volume serves as a companion to
cultural studies, as it claims to be. While discipline-specific volumes may be less
comprehensive, they do allow us to tease out the diverse engagements with and responses
to gender, women’s, feminist and queer studies from within identifiable scholarly fields.


























it is important to consider how feminist methodologies have critiqued the very basis of
cultural studies, sociology, politics, history, science or any other area of knowledge.
Despite these minor criticisms, I don’t doubt that this volume would make a useful
contribution to any academic’s shelf, keeping good company with other valuable,
introductory texts in the area like Gender Studies: Terms and Debates (2003) and 50 Key
Concepts in Gender Studies (2004).
Kim Toffoletti
School of History, Heritage and Society, Deakin University
Email: kim.toffoletti@deakin.edu.au
q 2010, Kim Toffoletti
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Smart living: Lifestyle media and popular expertise, by Tania Lewis, New York,
Peter Lang, 2008, 169 pp., $54.95, ISBN 978 0 8204 8677 2
A prominent idea within the European sociological literature of the past few decades, and
commonly associated with the work of Giddens and Beck, is the notion of ‘reflexive
modernity’. This refers to the understanding that, increasingly, at a broader societal level,
‘the very idea of controllability, certainty or security’ is being challenged (Beck 1999, 2) –
developments that impact directly on how self-identity is formed. Faced with such
upheavals, it is suggested that the individual increasingly ‘must produce, stage and cobble
together their biographies themselves’ (Beck 1994, 13). Individuals must self-reflexively
‘invent’ themselves. As Slater (1997, 84) puts it, individuals must, by force of
circumstance, ‘choose, construct, interpret, negotiate, display who they are to be seen as’
using a wide array of resources, both material and symbolic. The media play a crucial role
here in providing access to many of these symbolic resources, especially in the form of
ordinary ‘expert’ knowledge conveyed via the figure of the ‘cultural intermediary’, such as
the television presenter as ‘lifestyle expert’.
It is against this backdrop that Tania Lewis’s book Smart Living is usefully situated.
The specific focus of the book is to provide a genealogy of lifestyle media that ‘situates
contemporary popular expertise in relation to a number of trajectories within modernity’
(26). In particular, these trajectories include, as Lewis lists them, a range of interrelated
social and cultural shifts concerning domesticity, gender, class relations, selfhood,
consumerism, and the relations between labour and leisure (26). Also anchoring Lewis’s
examination is a specific concern for the notion of ‘cultural citizenship’. Thus, while
acknowledging the importance of Mike Featherstone’s earlier work on lifestyle
consumption, Lewis concurs with Toby Miller in arguing that ‘lifestyle culture and
advice is concerned not only with questions of individual style and self-presentation’ – as
Featherstone argues primarily – ‘but also increasingly with how lifestyle choices are
linked to broader concerns around selfhood and citizenship’ (11).
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